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Phrasal verbs and Idiomatic expressions 

 

1. Phrasal verbs  

 

 

 

Phrasal verbs are defined as a verb plus a preposition or adverb which creates a new 

meaning different from the original verb. Mastery of the use of phrasal verbs will 

help you develop your vocabulary. You will have more expressions at your disposal. 

With more vocabulary, your speaking and writing ability, of course, will improve a 

great deal. Besides, you can express the subtle meanings more idiomatically. 

 

However, some learners find phrasal verbs hard to use correctly. For example, the 

meanings of the word “up” in the following expressions are all different. The 

meanings are bracketed for your reference. 

 

A. John has made up his mind to quit. (decided) 

B. All the students are told to look up the difficult words in a good dictionary. (check) 

C. Nobody wants to take up the job as it is very time-consuming. (to do) 

D. Could you follow the project up? (check on the progress of the project or finish it) 

E. Very few people show up today as the weather is very cold. (come) 

 

Practice Exercise 1: Some commonly-used phrasal verbs 

Do you know the meanings of the underlined expressions? Write the answers in 

the space provided. 

 
A. Smith likes to work out in a gym whenever he has time. 
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B. I cannot make out what he is saying. Can you hear him clearly? 

 

 

C. Do you want to take out or eat here? 

 

 

D. The twins take after their father. Both of them have a big nose. 

 

 

E. It is easy to find teenagers who do not live up to their parents’ expectations. 

 

 

F. If you like, I shall call you up early in the morning. 

 

 

G. The meeting was called off after the Board of Directors had decided not to cast 

their votes till the quorum was present. 

 

 

H. Can you put me up for just one night? I shall leave the next day. 

 

 

I. The fighter wouldn’t back off until he heard the bell rang. 

 

 

J. The young actress showed off her diamond ring in the press conference. 
 

 

Some prepositions are used with verbs to produce phrasal verbs. The word “down” 

has over 190 phrasal verbs; “off” has 290 combinations while “up” helps to form 

as many as over 530 phrasal verbs. 

 
Practice Exercise 2 

These idiomatic expressions are very useful for you when you want to write out your 

ideas. Use the following expressions to make sentences. Check the dictionary if you 

do not know how to use them appropriately. 
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A. Fend off an attack 

 

B. Go off together 

 

C. Cut off the utilities 

 

D. Turn down an offer 

 

E. Count on me 

 

F. Get down to business 

 

G. Touch down 

 

H. Put down the sick cat 

 

I. Trim off the excessive details 

 

J. Look out 

 

 

Practice Exercise 3 

Read the following text carefully. Underline all the phrasal verbs and idiomatic 

expressions. 

 

Children look to their parents for guidance, love and support. Parents or guardians of young 

children need to take good care of their children and should not leave them unattended. 

 

It is common to read in the news that young children get into the kitchen and play with the 

stove. They either get hurt or cause a fire. Some toddlers climb out of the window, resulting 

in tragic consequences. When unattended, young children may wander into the traffic or 

they may be kidnapped. Parents regret about leaving their children to play by themselves 

on the street when the children were taken away or molested by strangers. 

 

To stop these frightening incidents from happening, government should educate parents to 

keep an eye on their children. At the same time, laws and regulations have to be set up to 

penalize adults who, for whatever reasons, leave their offspring unattended. 
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2. Idiomatic expressions 

 

 

 

When writing, we put out thought or ideas in words. These words are called 

expressions. If you want to write well, you need to have enough expressions (or 

words and phrases) to explain your views clearly. 

 

An idiom is a group of words whose meaning is different from the meanings of 

the individual words. For example, one should not shoot the messenger. 

(That means “to blame the person who gives the bad news instead of the person 

responsible for it.”) 

 

Likewise, “to shoot yourself in the foot” means you bring a lot of trouble to 

yourself when you try to get some advantage.” 

 

Practice Exercise 4: Some commonly-used idioms 

A lot of English idioms are related to food. Do you know the meaning of the 

following idioms? Guess what they mean and write your answers in the space 

provided. 

 
A. In an office setting, you have to learn not to put your finger in somebody’s 

pie. You need to mind your own business to avoid trouble. 

 

 

 

 

B. Knitting is a piece of cake to her. She started knitting when she was 7 years 

old. 
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C. The accusation drives me nuts. 

 

 

 

D. What’s gone is gone. Let’s not cry over spilled milk. 

 

 

 

E. Unlike her brother, she is just a small potato in the company. 

 

 

 

F. Since the idea is just half-baked, I suggest spending more time on it before 

bringing it up to the Council to consider. 

 

 

 

G. In court, the judge concluded that the bone of contention was money. 

 

 

 

H. The examples and incidents showing democracy in the contemporary world 

are presented in order to give the participants some food for thought. 

 

 

 

I. Never ever waste your time currying favor or buttering people up. Show 

others that you have the knowledge and skills to get the job done. 

 

 

 

J. In a nutshell, we would like to proceed to raise more funds to support the 

innovative research on cloning. 
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3. Proverbs 

 

 

A proverb refers to a well-known phrase or sentence that gives advice or says 

something that is generally true, for example ‘silence is golden’. Your writing is 

more readable if you can include one or two appropriate idioms or proverbs. 

 

Some common proverbs (which are also called quotable quotes) are: 

A. Absence makes the heart feel fonder. 

B. A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. 

C. All good things must come to an end. 

D. All that glitters is not gold. 

E. A stitch in time saves nine. 

F. A friend in need is a friend indeed. 

G. A wooden spoon stirs things up. 

H. Blood is thicker than water. 

I. Barking dogs seldom bite. 

J. Birds of a feather flock together. 

K. Can’t get blood from rocks. 

L. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. 

M. Don’t put all your eggs in one basket. 

N. Don’t cry over spilled milk. 

O. Every cloud has a silver lining. 

P. Forgive and forget. 

Q. Life is not always plain sailing. 

R. Put the cart before the horse. 

S. Put your finger in someone’s pie. 

T. Put yourself in someone’s shoes. 

U. Waste not, want not. 

V. You reap what you sow. 

W. You can’t have your cake and eat it too. 
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If you don’t know any of the above proverbs, you can check the meanings in a 

dictionary. These proverbs can be used as “quotable quotes” in your writing. 

 
Practice Exercise 5 

From the list above, choose 10 proverbs. Make 10 sentences using the proverbs. 

A.    

 

B.    

 

C.    

 

D.    

 

E.    

 

F.    

 

G.    

 

H.    

 

I.    

 

J.    

 

 

 

4. Cliches 

 

 

 

Cliches are idioms which have been used a lot. These over-used expressions 

or phrases have been used so often that they no longer have much meaning. 
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There are two types of cliches: 

 

A. The literal meanings are clear. You can understand them easily. For example: 

 Read between the lines 

 Time flies 

 More haste, less speed 

 Do what the Romans do 

 All that glitters is not gold 

 

B. An idea with a new meaning. For example: 

 A trump card 

 To play the card right 

 It is a piece of cake 

 He is a gatekeeper 

 

You need to understand the context to deduce the implied meanings. The literal 

meanings cannot help you get the meaning behind. “A trump card” is something 

which gives you the chance of winning the game. “To play the card right” is to 

do it properly. “It is a piece of cake” refers to something which is considered to 

be very easy while “a gatekeeper” is someone who controls the quality. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

From now on, when you read, note down the idioms, proverbs and clichés. Once you 

have got familiar with them, you can use them to make your writing more vivid. 

Nevertheless, remember not to overdo it as it will create a lot of redundant expressions. 

For instance, students like to say: 

 “In my own personal opinion”, 

 “It is the hard truth”, 

 “In a nutshell”, 

 “As a matter of fact” 

 “As an initial start”. 

 

 

Cutting out the redundant (i.e. “unnecessary”) expressions will make your writing more 

concise. It is good to say “In my opinion”, “It is the truth”, “To sum up or to conclude”, 

“In fact” and “As a start”. 


